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THE  DREAM  IMAGERY  OF  THE  BLIND 
By  Elinor  Deutsch,  B.A. 


The  belief  held  by  many  people  that  the  blind  either  do  not  dream 
at  all  or  that  if  they  do,  their  dreams  must  be  very  vague  and  incom¬ 
plete  is,  as  we  shall  endeavor  to  show  in  this  paper,  entirely  erro¬ 
neous.  The  majority  of  people  are  so  accustomed  to  thinking  and 
forming  their  mental  images  almost  entirely  in  terms  of  vision  that 
they  are  apt  to  forget  that  there  are  several  other  sense  modalities 
in  terms  of  which  imagery  may  be  built  up.  The  blind  not  only 
dream  just  as  vividly  as  the  sighted  but  are  perhaps  less  cognizant 
of  the  lack  of  vision  when  asleep  than  when  awake.  The  writer, 
herself  blind  since  birth  except  for  light  perception,  dreams  very 
frequently  and  vividly.  The  question  of  vision  almost  never  enters 
into  her  dreams  and  she  has  no  sense  of  physical  deficiency  as  is 
sometimes  the  case  in  waking  life. 

In  this  paper  an  endeavor  will  be  made  by  means  of  the  pres¬ 
entation  of  case  material  to  give  some  conception  of  the  nature  of 
the  dreams  had  by  blind  persons.  This  material  was  obtained  first 
from  children  examined  in  the  Department  for  the  Blind  of  the  Chi¬ 
cago  Public  Schools  and  the  Illinois  School  for  the  Blind;  second 
from  the  writer’s  personal  experience.  As  the  time  allowed’  for  the 
procuring  of  the  children’s  dreams  was  rather  limited  it  was  often 
impossible  to  obtain  as  detailed  a  description  of  the  sense  media 
employed  as  would  have  been  desirable.  For  example,  a  child  would 
X often  say  “  I  saw  ”  such  and  such  an  object;  and  only  after  careful 
questioning  could  it  be  ascertained  that  what  he  actually  meant  was 
t  lat  he  had  heard  or  felt  it  or  merely  known  of  its  presence  without 
the  use  of  any  of  the  special  senses  as  is  so  often  the  case  in  dreams. 

e  writer  will  therefore  for  the  most  part  be  compelled  to  confine 
such  description  to  her  own  dreams.  No  attempt  will  be  made  in 

this  pajier  to  discuss  the  symbolism  contained  in  any  of  the  dreams 
recorded. 
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G  H.  age  twelve  years  four  months,  dreamed  that  he  was  talking 
to  God  who  told  him  that  he  would  regain  his  sight. 

R.  D.,  age  thirteen  years  six  months,  dreamed  that  she  flew  to 
t  le  sun  on  what  resembled  a  cylindrical  glass  bead.  She  was  seated 
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on  the  top  of  this  strange  conveyance  while  a  number  of  other  persons 
clung  to  the  sides  and  bottom.  “  I  knocked  my  head  against  the 
sun  and  knocked  off  a  piece  of  my  hair.  Then  somebody  told  me 
this  would  be  saved  for  me  till  1  died  and  came  to  heaven.” 

L.  T.,  age  eight,  dreamed  he  was  a  “  motor-cycle  cop  ”  riding 
alone  in  the  country.  A  storm  came  up  and  he  could  not  find  his 
way  home.  He  “  saw  ”  a  house  which  he  entered  but  found  no  one 
within.  On  leaving  the  house  he  was  pursued  by  a  robber  on  horse¬ 
back.  The  robber  had  an  empty  gun  which  he  loaded  but  owing  to 
his  poor  aim,  shot  himself.  Then  “  someone  else  ”  mounted  the  horse 
and  rode  in  the  opposite  direction  from  L.  T.  who  promptly  returned 
to  his  home. 

T.  M.,  age  eleven  years  six  months,  dreamed  that  she  entered  her 
home  with  the  other  members  of  her  family  and  found  there  a  robber 
who  had  “  spoiled  all  the  food,  making  it  rotten.”  She  asked  for  a 
glass  of  water  only  to  find  that  he  had  even  turned  the  water  “  sour.” 
Then  the  house  changed  its  shape,  becoming  oblong.  She  attempted 
to  shut  the  front  door  but  her  father’s  foot  was  in  the  way.  There¬ 
upon  the  foot  changed  into  a  ring,  which  broke  in  half  when  she 
stepped  on  it. 

C.  K.,  age  twelve,  dreamed  that  he  went  to  New  York  and  “  saw 
all  the  big  buildings  and  the  subway  and  1  met  some  of  the  big  men 
who  broadcast  over  the  radio.” 

In  a  nightmare  the  same  boy  ran  away  from  home,  lost  his  way 

% 

in  the  dark  and  went  groping  about  “  knocking  into  everything.”  It 
seems  worthy  of  special  notice  that  this  boy  who  has  been  totally 
blind  since  infancy  should  have  dreamed  of  losing  his  way  in 
the  dark. 

B.  B.,  age  ten  years  eight  months,  “  I  dreamed  I  was  playing  in 
the  street  with  my  cousin  and  was  run  over ;  and  my  mother  wasn’t 
home.”  This  dream  was  a  reproduction  of  an  experience  which  had 
actually  occurred  several  years  before. 

M.  B.,  age  twelve,  often  dreams  of  flowers.  The  only  dream  he 
could  recall  was  one  in  which  a  boy  who  was  graduating  from  school 
received  “  a  whole  bushel  of  flowers  ”  and  gave  him  a  couple.  After 
narrating  this  dream  he  remarked :  “  I  like  flowers  a  lot — that  is 
why  I  dream  of  them.” 

F.  M.,  age  twelve  (partial  vision),  dreamed  that  all  the  girls  in 
the  school  except  one  whom  she  could  not  identify,  gained  their  sight 
“  and  went  home.”  After  the  others  had  gone,  this  girl  also  obtained 
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her  vision  and  returned  to  her  home ;  “  and  there  weren’t  any  more 
schools  for  the  blind.”  This  theme  with  some  variations  was  found 
to  occur  rather  frequently  in  the  dreams  of  the  girls  attending  the 
state  school  for  the  blind.  It  may  be  of  significance  to  note  that 
none  of  the  children  attending  the  Chicago  Public  Schools  and  living 
at  home  dreamed  that  they  acquired  their  vision. 

G.  S.,  age  fourteen,  dreamed  that  she  went  into  the  kitchen  where 
her  mother  was  washing  dishes.  As  she  entered  the  room  the  mother 
“  suddenly  fell  to  pieces.”  She  was  made  cognizant  of  this  tragedy 
by  hearing  the  rattle  of  her  mother’s  bones  as  they  dropped  to  the 
floor. 

R.  D.,  cited  above,  dreamed  that  she  was  in  the  midst  of  a  herd  of 
buffalo,  one  of  which  attempted  to  butt  her.  She  first  stated  that  she 
had  seen  this  animal  and  described  it  very  well.  On  close  question¬ 
ing,  she  admitted  that  she  probably  had  heard  it  instead  of  seeing  it, 
\  and  went  on  to  say  that  she  had  once  examined  a  stuffed  buffalo. 

Of  the  sixty-seven  children  examined,  six,  all  of  whom  became 
totally  blind  before  five  years  of  age  but  none  of  whom  were  con¬ 
genitally  blind,  narrated  visual  dreams. 

F.  D.,  age  thirteen  years  two  months,  who  lost  his  vision  when 
three  years  old,  has  twice  dreamed  that  he  had  perfect  vision.  “  I 
could  see  all  the  things  around  me  and  everything  was  beautiful; 
and  I  was  going  around  by  myself.” 

G.  H.,  age  twelve  years  two  months,  became  blind  at  the  age  of 
two.  He  stated  he  often  dreams  that  he  can  see  and  that  in  these 
dreams  he  sometimes  has  the  perception  of  color.  He  was  unable, 
however,  to  give  any  description  of  the  dream  colors. 

E.  M.,  age  thirteen  years  seven  months,  who  lost  his  sight  when 
about  a  year  and  a  half  old,  stated  he  often  dreams  that  he  can  see 
and  that  in  these  dreams  he  is  always  driving  either  a  car  or  a  bicycle 

I.  R.,  age  sixteen  years  seven  months,  who  became  blind  at  three 
and  a  half  years,  insisted  that  her  dreams  are  always  visual.  In  the 
dream  which  she  related  she  was  in  a  strange  room  where  a  party  was 
in  progress.  She  saw  the  contents  of  this  room  distinctly.  The 
furniture  was  black  walnut ;  the  curtains  “  white  with  rose  draperies.” 

M.  B.,  age  eleven  years  three  months,  who  lost  her  sight  at  four 
years  and  eight  months,  maintained  that  she  has  complete  vision  in 
all  her  dreams.  (A  question  here  arises  as  to  whether  this  child 
actually  understands  what  it  would  be  like  to  have  complete  vision.) 
She  dreamed  that  her  parents  went  out  for  the  evening  and  left  her 
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at  home  with  her  older  brother.  Growing  tired  of  staying  in  the 
house,  the  two  children  went  to  the  woods.  The  boy  wished  to  look 
for  blackberries  but  his  sister  would  not  join  him  in  this  pastime 
as  she  was  afraid  of  scratching  her  fingers  on  the  brambles.  Conse¬ 
quently,  she  went  in  search  of  nuts,  and  suddenly  came  upon  a  lion. 
It  was  yellow  in  color  and  long  and  slender.  Its  legs  were  about  two 
and  one-half  feet  long,  and  steam  closely  resembling  breath  on  a 
frosty  day  was  coming  from  its  mouth. 

R.  D.,  age  thirteen  years  six  months,  lost  her  vision  at  three  years. 
On  one  occasion  she  dreamed  that  she  died  and  went  to  heaven. 
“  The  streets  were  paved  with  gold,  which  was  very  thin  but  didn’t 
break.”  She  was  dressed  in  white  and  carried  a  “  golden  harp.” 

There  were  angels  all  around.  1  he  king  sat  on  a  throne  with  some¬ 
thing  white  around  his  head.  Two  angels  stood  behind  the  throne. 
Next  to  the  king  sat  another  man  dressed  in  the  same  way  but  with 
brov\n  hair.  The  kings  hair  was  black.”  She  asserted  that  she 
could  see  all  the  colors  mentioned  and  that  she  often  has  sight  in  her 
dreams. 

At  this  point  the  writer  will  recount  and  describe  a  few  of  her 
own  dreams,  as  promised  in  the  foreword  to  this  paper. 

1.  I  was  seated  at  the  dinner  table  with  my  sister  and  the  other 
members  of  her  family  in  their  home.  I  was  eating  but  the  nature 
of  the  food  was  not  made  manifest.  My  brother-in-law  sat  at  my 
right,  while  my  sister  and  the  two  children  had  places  opposite.  A 
discussion  arose  concerning  the  cost  of  some  article  which  my  niece 
needed  for  camp.  At  first  the  nature  of  this  material  was  very  vague 
and  I  was  trying  hard  to  figure  out  in  my  own  mind  just  what  it 
could  be.  I  soon  gathered  that  it  was  some  sort  of  goods  used  for 
cutting  out  and  making  things,  similar  to  the  construction  materials 
used  in  the  kindergarten.  My  brother-in-law  considered  the  article 
in  question  too  expensive,  and  said  that  he  could  procure  an  imitation 
which  would  do  just  as  well  for  only  fifty  cents.  This  made  his  wife 
very  angry.  She  said  that  all  the  other  girls  would  have  the  genuine 
and  she  wanted  her  daughter  to  have  just  as  good  materials  as  they. 
Her  husband  then  exclaimed  angrily:  ‘You  mean  to  say  that  if  I 
won’t  buy  it  you’ll  get  it  yourself?’  She  replied  that  that  was 
exactly  what  she  did  mean.  At  this  he  flew  into  a  violent  rage,  and 
uttering  a  strange  guttural  snarl,  sprang  to  his  feet  with  his  arm  out¬ 
stretched  to  strike  her.  I  could  tell  that  he  was  ready  to  strike 
because  his  extended  arm  brushed  against  me  as  he  sprang  up.  Also, 
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it  seemed  as  if  just  at  that  instant  my  mother  was  standing  behind 
me  saying,  4  He’s  going  to  strike  her!’  (The  perception  of  my 
mother’s  presence  was  so  indistinct  that  I  am  inclined  to  think  it  a 
case  of  secondary  elaboration.)  Just  before  he  readied  my  sister 
my  brother-in-law  hesitated  and  stood  swaying,  scarcely  able  to 
remain  on  his  feet,  so  great  was  his  wrath.  (I  do  not  know  just  how 
I  knew  of  his  condition.  I  seemed  simply  to  be  aware  of  it.)  Then 
he  turned  and  staggered  from  the  room.  As  he  was  going  out  I  said 
quietly,  4  F.,  control  yourself.’  I  was  conscious  of  a  strong  feeling 
of  regret  that  I  had  not  placed  my  hand  on  his  arm  as  he  got  to  his 
feet,  in  order  to  quiet  him.  After  he  had  gone  I  sat  for  a  moment 
quietly  listening  to  the  agitated  breathing  of  my  sister  and  the 
frightened  whimpering  of  the  children.” 

It  will  be  seen  from  the  foregoing  description  that  this  dream 
consisted  mainly  of  auditory  images  with  a  few  tactile,  static,  and 
kinesthetic  impressions  included.  The  argument,  the  angry  growl, 
the  heavy  breathing,  and  the  whimpering  were  all  registered  as  if 
clearly  heard  ;  the  voices  containing  all  their  usual  inflections  with 
no  distortion  whatever. 

2.  44  I  was  standing  in  a  prison  yard,  surrounded  by  other  crim¬ 
inals  and  by  guards.  I  had  been  convicted  of  a  crime,  the  nature  of 
which  did  not  enter  into  the  dream,  and  was  about  to  be  electrocuted. 

I  had  no  fear  of  the  coming  experience,  only  a  tremendous  curiosity 
as  to  whether  I  would  continue  to  live  after  death  or  not.  I  noticed 
that  the  yard  was  paved  with  flagstones.  This  I  could  tell  by  feeling 
the  interstices  with  my  feet.  After  a  few  minutes  of  waiting,  some 
of  the  guards  took  hold  of  me  and  led  me,  not  ungently,  into  the 
prison.  They  placed  me  in  the  electric  chair,  a  large  leather  easy 
chair,  and  turned  on  the  current.  At  that  instant  I  realized  that  my 
consciousness  would  be  blotted  out,  and  I  was  filled  with  fear  and 
horror.” 

3.  Another  dream  which  the  writer  used  to  have  rather  frequently 
and  with  only  slight  variations  was  that  she  was  out  alone  on  the 
street  and  had  to  make  her  way  home  as  best  she  could  by  herself 
(a  situation  which  had  never  arisen  in  reality).  She  never  carried 
a  cane  as  blind  people  usually  do  when  going  about  unaided,  but 
walked  along  slowly  and  carefully  with  both  hands  extended  in  front 

—  e 

of  her,  and  always  succeeded  in  reaching  her  destination.  This  dream 
was  never  accompanied  by  any  feelings  of  fear  or  anxiety. 

It  will  be  seen  from  the  three  examples  just  given  that  the 
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imagery  found  in  the  writer’s  dreams  is  entirely  auditory,  kinesthetic, 
static,  and  tactile.  I  he  sense  of  hearing  usually  plays  the  most 
important  part,  while  the  other  three  sense  modalities  seem  to  he  of 
about  equal  moment.  Gustatory  and  olfactory  imagery  have  never 
played  any  part.  She  often  carries  on  long  coherent  conversations 
and  actually  hears  what  is  being  said  to  her  instead  of  merely  knowing 
it  by  some  sort  of  intuition,  as  seems  so  often  to  be  the  case  in  dreams. 

Voices  are  reconstructed  quite  perfectly  having  all  their  usual 
inflections. 

In  all  probability  the  phenomena  just  described  usually  constitute 
the  mechanisms  by  means  of  which  the  dream  images  of  the  blind 
are  constructed. 
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